
From “I” to “We”: about a Semiotics of the “Group” 

 

The object of my research project is the group, or, to be more specific, the modalities in the 
management of meaning in the group dynamics. Starting from the last tendencies of the semiotic 
research, my work focuses on the processes of “meaning in act” in the social practices. 

The research starts from the idea that there is a cognitive gap in the semiotic passage from the 
concept of actant to the concept of collective actant: significantly, the word “group” derives from 
the old Provenzal “grop” that originally meant "knot." The semic tract of the “link” was maintained 
in the modern version of the word, and underlines the aspect of cohesion that ties the members of a 
group. 

The etymological considerations immediately make visible the semiotic pertinence of my object of 
research. In fact, what does motivates the bond among the group members? In which way some 
people create strong relationships among them and cooperate in the realization of a “social textum”? 
Examining the specificity of group’s dimension could be very interesting in terms of a cultural 
semiotics. The group becomes an object of analysis for semiotics if we consider that within a group 
some subjects distinguish themselves from the surrounding environment through a common 
management of meaning. 

Curiously, a sociologist, Niklas Luhmann faced the study of the systems and social subsystems 
considering the matter of the meaning as essential, and intending the meaning as "the understanding 
and reduction of the word’s complexity" (Luhmann 1984): through the attribution of the meaning, 
we constitute the social systems and their strategies of behavior. In fact, discovering the difference 
between an “inside” and an “outside” allows to create some “social islands”,  characterized by a 
reduced complexity of the world. Moreover, it allows to keep the “social islands” constant over the 
time (Luhmann 1984): therefore we react to the environmental complexity through the elaboration 
of a social reduced complexity. 

Obviously, in a semiotic perspective, we intend to study the members of a group as subjects that 
share different plans of expression. According a semiotic approach, we consider the group members 
as linguistic subjects who grow together and evolve through a language. 

The experience of the group become interesting within a discipline who wants to investigate not 
only textual meaning but the phenomena of communication in general. 

If on one hand the communicative processes develop among enunciating figures inside a 
phenomenological space, in the meantime these persons live in a social space, whose rules reduce 
the environmental complexity and facilitate the stabilization of a common, commensurable front of 
sense: therefore, the group microcosm becomes a place of privileged access to the public dimension 
of meaning. 

If the meaning is not a packet of information "transmitted" from an issuing subject A to a receiving 
subject B (Jakobson, 1963), if it derives from a semiotic negotiation that happens in an inter-
subjective scenery, the semiotics has to study the constitutive modalities of such scenery: in fact, we 
can’t reduce him to the simple relationship between actors,  neither we can directly bring it back to 
the cultural system in general. Macro and micro sociology have in fact already underlined that in 
correspondence to the different dimensions we have different jurisdictions of meaning.  

Briefly: the group builds its own social space and is conditioned by its cultural environment, 
nevertheless it is not reducible to it: the group forms a world "third" whose operational dynamics 
constitute at the moment an almost unexplored field for the semiotics research. 

Although we often recognize us as protagonists of single inter-subjective relationships rather than 
persons who take part in phenomena of group (Anzieu & Martin 1986), it’s evident that the 



professional, affective and social life of each one is deeply placed inside group experiences. As 
example, we can think about the conviviality, the working collaboration, the teenage companies, 
etc. 

The “thirdness” of the social space becomes fundamental for the constitution of the subject identity, 
and the group dimension can’t be understood as a collection of monads. If semiotics of the body 
returned us a subject in flesh and bones, and if sociosemiotics inserted this epicenter of valorization  
inside a macro-discourse constituting the social life, a semiotics of the group would find its 
specificity in the study of an experience in which management of “self” is strictly connected with 
the débayage of a common and shared image. 

In strict relation to a semiotic approach, I will try to consider not only the conversational exchanges, 
that is the oral language, but also the non verbal communication, that is gestures, postures, facial 
expressions, etc. 

The object of my analysis is the focus group. As you know, a focus group is a form of qualitative 
research in which a group of people are asked about their attitude towards a product, service, 
concept, advertisement, idea, or packaging. Questions are asked in an interactive group setting 
where participants are free to talk with other group members. Focus group has been already used by 
sociology, social psychology and marketing in order to understand the modalities of  "social 
metabolization " of the meaning. In details, I’m going to analyze the focus groups which are 
organized in communication agencies to study the consumer behavior and his opinion on products 
and commercial services. 

Starting from a value which has a strong presence in a culture, how do the different valuations  
converge? How does the minority  product valorization born and resist inside a group? How does  
the dimension of the group contribute to the elaboration of a micro-reality in the field of 
consumption? My research project starts with these questions . 

Particularly, some of the semiotic problems that I will face in my job are the followings: 

1) Focus group and natural groups: I will analyze the apparently distinctive characteristics of 
focus group to underline that they point out dynamics related to the group experiences in 
general: asymmetric relationships, iteration of meetings, common reaction to external input, 
etc. 

2) Polyphony of group enunciation: I will study the relationship between the tendency to the 
distinction and the tendency to the integration in the process of meaning production inside 
the group. 

3) Inter-actantiality e scenery transformation: Beginning from the distribution of 
complementary modalities among the actants, I will study the typical forms of relationship 
intra-group and their transformations. Therefore, I will analyze the tendency to the plasticity 
or to the crystallization of different types of group. 

4) Group as semiotic figure: beginning from the theory of Jacques Fontanille (2004), I will 
try to transport in the study of the dynamics of group some categories of the semiotics of the 
body: which are the functions of the bodily sheath that we can transfer to the group sheath? 
Is it possible to also conceive a figure of the movement? Is it possible to study the identity 
of group as the result of the interaction among different identity’s poles  (me-flesh, itself-
ipse, itself-idem)? 

5) Theoretical redefinition of value: value as attracter. I try to study how a value can build 
togetherness of interpretations. I propose to take back and to strengthen the economic 
definition of value: it would be a semantic knot on which different subject (epicenters of 
valorizations) already find the possibility to build not only convergences, but also orientated 
divergences (Basso, 2008) 



This speech about my research project could not deepen others interesting themes, as for example 
the construction  of the corpus and the elaboration of theoretical tools of analysis. 

So, I hope that I will be here in Sozopol the next year in order to expose the continuation of my 
research work. 

 


